GOETHE   AS   NOVELIST
which Goethe employs to depict this development is the well-
known device of sending his hero on a journey. The basis of
Wilhelm Meister is picaresque, but upon this foundation Goethe
constructed a pilgrim's progress.
Wilhelm's discovery of Marianne's apparent infidelity has one
salutary effect on him. He is roused from his earlier complacency
about his own merits and forced to realize his deficiencies as a
poet and an actor. The resolve, however, to abandon his efforts
in these fields is not maintained, since on the journey which he
undertakes in order to transact business for his father he falls in
with a company of strolling actors, whereupon his former aspira-
tions are re-awakened. But now he is confronted with practical
problems of the theatre and with the hardships of a trouper's life,
none of which he has known before. His knowledge of the
theatre becomes more refined and his contacts with the world
broader. Through his association with Mignon and the Harper
the joys and worries and the profounder mysteries of life are
revealed to him. He also enters into contact with the "great
world" of the aristocracy, where he is well received, although his
behaviour lacks polish, as his unfortunate discourse on Racine
shows. His progress denotes a refinement of manners and an
increase in his sense of responsibility.
The theatre now assumes a new importance for Wilhelm. In
his letter to Werner he explains that his desire to be an actor is not
an end in itself, but a means to acquire social attainments which a
bourgeois like himself can, he believes, achieve in no other way.
The stage has become for him a means to acquire culture and he
signs the contract with Serlo in the spirit of this ideal.
In effect, however, this development marks a decisive turn
in a new direction. Significantly, Wilhelm has Nathalie's image
in mind when he signs the document. It is a step leading ultimately
to his abandonment of the theatre after he has been initiated into
the history and the affairs of the Turmgesellschaft. This change
begins with his reading of Die Bekenntnisse elner schonen Seele, the
spiritual history of a relative of the principal members in that
Society who is not herself admitted to membership. Tl&eBekennt-
nisse are a record of Bildung in the religious sense of this term,
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